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Top Five Issues Facing North Carolina 
Planners in the Future 
As we look back to celebrate the most influential plan-
ners of the past 50 years, it is also important to look 
ahead to the issues, challenges, and dilemmas that will 
face North Carolina’s next generation of planners over 
the coming 50 years.  In this vein, members of the North 
Carolina chapter of the American Planning Association 
submitted their nominations for these emerging issues 
in 11 broad categories, including environment/sustain-
ability, coastal issues, transportation, quality of life/
sense of place, open space/agricultural land protection, 
economic development, affordable housing, population 
growth/age/diversity, hazard mitigation, sprawl/rede-
velopment, and others.  After receiving dozens of en-
tries, the three authors condensed the impressive num-
ber of nominations into the Top Five Emerging Issues 
listed below.  
  
#5  Population Growth
In the last decade, North Carolina has become one of 
the fastest growing states in the country, experiencing 
a surge in population of over 2.2 million people since 
1990.  With another two million people expected in the 
state by 2015 and 3.5 million more expected by 2030, it 
is almost certain that population dynamics will present 
some of the most dominant challenges facing planners 
in the next fifty years.
Migratory population trends throughout the state are 
one such dynamic.  While many areas of the state are 
experiencing positive population and economic growth, 
many counties, especially in the eastern part of the state, 
are experiencing a population decrease and a subsequent 
loss of economic activity.  Recent statistics have shown 
the following trends:
• A large number of older adults with higher incomes 
are moving to and retiring in some western and 
coastal counties that have attractions to specific 
groups of older adults.
• Rural counties are continuing to lose young adults 
on account of rural-to-urban migration.
•  Large metropolitan counties are experiencing the 
largest population growth—both a result of in-mi-
gration from the rural counties, as well as migra-
tion from outside the state.
• Metropolitan counties across the state are experi-
encing greater growth among younger adults than 
they are among older adults.
A second dynamic at work is the significant demo-
graphic change occurring as the state’s 2.3 million baby 
boomers—people born between 1946 and 1964—be-
gin to enter retirement.  Today, the proportion of the 
state’s population aged 65 and older is roughly 12%. 
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By 2030, it is projected that approximately 17.7% of 
all North Carolina residents will be over 65 years old. 
This demographic shift will significantly impact the age 
structure of the state and will force planners across the 
state to develop relevant planning strategies to meet this 
emerging need.  Planners are in an influential position 
to be able to create communities that are more livable, 
senior-friendly, and better able to accommodate popula-
tions with particular needs.  
Third, the existing and growing disparities among North 
Carolina’s many different population groups present 
another dynamic for planners.  The state has a large, 
economically and ethnically diverse population, which 
provides the state with many special assets, but which 
can also present planners with a number of unique chal-
lenges.  Some important differences among the state’s 
population relate to gender, marital status, ethnicity/
race, residence, disability, health status, and rural and 
urban residency.  As North Carolina becomes increas-
ingly diverse, planners will be constantly challenged to 
find ways to create communities that can cultivate and 
encourage diversity, while still maintaining a unique 
identity and sense of place.  
Though these dynamics will create increased challeng-
es for local communities, planners are in a unique posi-
tion to be able to positively affect quality of life for all 
North Carolina residents by becoming informed about 
these demographic trends and ensuring that local gov-
ernments address these dynamics in their future plans, 
decisions, and actions. 
# 4  Transportation Funding
Locally, many communities in the state are feeling 
the negative effects of transportation choices made in 
previous eras, and with the state’s increasing popula-
tion, transportation needs are increasing exponentially. 
Building roads is extremely expensive, however, and 
locating sources of funding for transportation options in 
the future will present long-term challengers for plan-
ners throughout the state.  Indeed, effective long-range 
transportation planning requires a significant amount of 
time and dedicated financial resources, and as a result, 
creativity and continued commitment will be vital for 
securing the necessary funding to translate these plans 
into reality.
Aside from dealing with transportation funding issues, 
planners will also be challenged to thoughtfully and 
creatively address mass transit and regional transporta-
tion issues.  With respect to mass transit, Charlotte is 
the only city in North Carolina that has been able to 
pull together a viable mass transit plan.  Though a sim-
ilar mass transit program is not appropriate for every 
city, the state’s current growth and development trends 
make it imperative that cities across the state begin to 
address regional transit issues.  There is an increasingly 
significant need for cities and counties to form regional 
transit systems that operate beyond geographic and ju-
risdictional lines.  Regional policies can help manage 
the effects of these trends by creating pools of funds 
for larger projects and helping protect the state’s natural 
resources. 
Given the economic and spatial realities of transporta-
tion options, planners will continue to face the difficult 
challenge of promoting and providing multi-modal 
transportation options in their respective localities. 
Though each local community faces its own unique 
challenges, it is clear that transportation will remain one 
of the top issues facing every municipality in the state 
in the next 50 years.
# 3  Hazard Mitigation
With 17 coastal counties along an extensive coastline, 
North Carolina is continually faced with a number of 
unique coastal challenges.  Frequent coastal storms and 
natural disasters, as well as rising sea levels, present the 
state and its residents with a number of environmental 
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concerns.  North Carolina planners must continually 
balance these environmental concerns with the state’s 
need for port accessibility and with the burdens placed 
on coastal areas by increased development.  As chang-
ing demographics and increased populations in the met-
ropolitan and coastal areas of the state create complex 
problems, planners are increasingly acknowledging the 
need for a sustainable hazard mitigation plan as a criti-
cal component of every comprehensive land use plan. 
Properly planning for and enacting sustainable hazard 
mitigation measures presents numerous economic and 
political obstacles, costing communities a tremendous 
amount of money and time, which many local govern-
ments are unwilling or are unable to spend as budgets 
become tighter.  Though the day-to-day benefits may 
not be readily apparent, planning for hazard mitigation 
is vitally important.  For even though most disasters are 
unexpected and damage estimates even more unpre-
dictable, planning ahead for the unexpected lessens the 
negative economic consequences of natural disasters 
when they occur.  
By enacting proper hazard mitigation policies—for pre-
paredness, response, recovery, and overall mitigation—
planners have the ability to make a substantial impact. 
Indeed, land use policies are some of the oldest tools 
that local governments can use to mitigate hazards.  In 
the absence of dedicated emergency management pro-
fessionals, planners need to step into this vacuum and 
ensure that sustainable hazard mitigation practices, 
such as land acquisition and mandated standards relat-
ing to the elevation of structures or limited construction 
in hazard prone areas, are included in local comprehen-
sive plans.
# 2  Growth and Development
North Carolina is faced with two new realities—an 
expanding population and an increasingly globalized 
economy—and it must adapt its planning strategies to 
face them.  Globalization involves more than just eco-
nomic integration; it also includes the transfer of labor, 
the increase of technology, and, most importantly, the 
increase of knowledge.  Planning professionals across 
the state are key resources in thinking ahead and pre-
paring for the effects of globalization, and they have 
the responsibility to raise awareness of the future im-
pacts of growth and development in the state’s commu-
nities.  Therefore, it is vitally important that planning 
professionals instill a sense of urgency among the de-
velopment community, elected officials, and the general 
public about the critical impacts of present decisions on 
future land use and for future generations.
Secondly, planners will continue to grapple with the 
challenges of finding and enacting sustainable develop-
ment practices—long-range practices that meet current 
needs without jeopardizing those of future generations. 
As urban fringes diminish, growth management tools, 
such as urban growth boundaries and public private 
partnerships, will become increasingly critical for help-
ing communities shape where development may or 
may not occur, preclude sprawl, and encourage infill 
and compact development by converting vacant and 
underutilized properties into ones that can be utilized 
for newer development.
Finally, since development often extends beyond the 
corporate and county boundaries in an area, grappling 
with the regional implications of growth will prove 
to be an additional challenge for many municipali-
ties.  Local growth and development decisions of cities 
can impose substantial, and often unintended, impacts 
upon the neighboring municipalities.  And, because lo-
cal economies and resources are often intertwined, and 
jurisdictional lines indirectly crossed, the provision 
of separate services can be inefficient at a local level. 
Despite the regional impacts of many local decisions, 
however, cooperation among local governments and the 
establishment of regional solutions have proven histori-
cally difficult.  In the next 50 years, planners will need 
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to find ways to resolve this lack of cooperation in order 
to address the negative regional impacts and allow for 
a sharing of financial burdens in order to ensure a more 
efficient delivery of services through capital improve-
ments and shared services like sewer and water infra-
structure, public safety, and refuse collection. 
# 1  Environmental Quality
The number one issue facing future planners in the 
state is the challenge associated with ensuring environ-
mental quality in the face of growth.  North Carolina is 
gifted with diverse ecosystems, including world famous 
beaches, the majestic Blue Ridge Mountains, and all of 
the beautiful places in between.  Protecting these places 
is important to the state for several reasons.  First, much 
of the state’s economic growth is based on tourism and 
the dollars received from visitors attracted by North 
Carolina’s natural amenities.  Degradation or overall 
loss of these features could translate into fewer visitors 
and a subsequent decline in the tourism economy.  Of 
special concern to North Carolina is its vulnerable coast-
line.  The state boasts more than 300 miles of coastline, 
which are being threatened by global warming trends 
and the associated rise in sea level.  Many of the state’s 
coastal counties are among the fastest growing in the 
state.  More development means there are fewer natural 
buffers against the climatic changes and that more of 
the population is residing in increasingly vulnerable ar-
eas, making the long term impacts of a rise in sea level 
increasingly devastative to North Carolina. 
Secondly, maintaining the environment is also impor-
tant for the health and diversity of North Carolina’s 
citizens.  Air quality and water quality are already be-
ing compromised due to increased populations and the 
resulting development pressure and infrastructure bur-
dens.  Effects of these factors include the increasing 
numbers of air quality non-attainment areas, periodic 
fish kills, and frequent drinking water warnings that are 
becoming more commonplace as development patterns 
are left largely unchecked and the human environment 
infringes on the natural environment.  
 
As a state, North Carolina is blessed with the “best of 
both worlds”— a growing population and economic 
base, as well as an abundance of unique natural fea-
tures.  Finding ways to balance the needs of the state’s 
citizens and subsequent development with the need to 
ensure that fragile ecosystems thrive is a considerable 
challenge facing planners in the upcoming decades.
Conclusion
As every planner knows, planning is not easily split into 
separate issue areas—so many issues are tied to each 
other, and many are outgrowths of the same underlying 
concerns.  There are many different issues that North 
Carolina planners could have mentioned as critical to 
the future of a healthy state, but those discussed above 
represent what planners feel are the five most important. 
Throughout NCAPA planners’ discussion of these is-
sues was an important and oft-repeated theme—respon-
sibility.  NCAPA planners who submitted nominations 
to this top 5 issues article emphasized the responsibility 
of state and local governments to address these issues, 
the responsibility of planners to assist decision-makers 
in providing wisely for citizens in the future, and the 
responsibility of the development community to assist 
in creating a sustainable future for the state.  In order 
for best planning practices to prevail in the issue areas 
outlined above, economic resources and political savvy 
must be combined with the responsibilities of each of 
these actors, so that the best planning decisions can be 
made to assure a positive future for every North Caro-
lina community. 
